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Swormsville, 1880. 


by Oneta M. Baker 


The Town of Clarence, oldest ex- 
isting town in Erie County, was estab- 
lished on March 11, 1808, having been 
separated from Willink which no 
longer remains. The new Town of 
Clarence comprised an area embracing 
the entire northern half of Erie County 
including, besides its own present area, 
the present towns of Amherst, Lan- 
caster, Newstead, Alden, and the City 
of Buffalo. The town was named after 
an English dukedom, the House of 
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Clarence. Clarence takes pride in hav- 
ing preserved all of the town’s original 
records and those of Willink. 


The first town meeting was held 
April 2, 1808, at the Elias Ransom 
Hotel on the Buffalo Road two miles 
west of Williamsville. Elected at that 
first town meeting were Jonas Williams, 
Supervisor; Samuel Hill, town clerk; 
Timothy S. Hopkins, Aaron Beard, and 
Levi Felton, assessors; Otis R. Hopkins, 
collector; Francis Drake, O. Hopkins, 
and Henry B. Annabill, constables; 


Samuel Hill, Jr., Asa Harris, and Asa 
Chapman, commissioners of highways; 
and James Cronk, poormaster. Settle- 
ment in Clarence predated its official 
founding by several years, and it is with 
these pioneers that history begins. 


In 1799, Joseph Ellicott, agent for 
the Holland Land Company, offered 
lots ten miles apart in the area that is 
now Clarence on the old Buffalo Road 
(Main Street) to “any proper men who 
would build and operate taverns upon 
them.” The lots would be sold at the 
company’s lowest price ($2.00 per 
acre), on long term and without in- 
terest. 


The first to accept this offer was a 
young silversmith by the name of Asa 
Ransom who had been plying his oc- 
cupation in the little fur trading post 
on the shores of Lake Erie near the 
mouth of Buffalo Creek. Mr. Ransom 
chose as the site of his settlement, Lot 
13 in Section 1, 12th Township, 6th 
Range of the Holland Land Purchase. 
It was a lonely wilderness, frequented 
only by the redmen who called the 
area “Ta-num-no-ga-o,” meaning “full 
of hickory bark.” Thus Clarence be- 
came the first settlement in Erie 
County to have been founded in white 
man’s fashion, that is, by obtaining 
legal title to the land. 


In the hollow of the ledge, near a 
pine grove of excellent quality, Mr. 
Ransom built a combination log cabin 
home and tavern. In his own inimit- 
able style, Joseph Ellicott wrote in his 
annual report to the Holland Land 
Company: 


“On this tract which contains 150 
acres, Mr. Ransom has erected a large 


Asa Ransom (1765-1837). 


commodious house built of hewn logs 
forty-six feet in length, two stories high 
and with a spacious passage through 
the middle, well covered with good 
white pine shingles, with a chimney 
already built containing one fireplace 
in the lower and another in the upper 
story; also a commodious kitchen with 
a good fireplace. And stabling suffi- 
cient to accommodate several span of 
horses.” 


When completed, this was the first 
so-called hotel in what is now Erie 
County with the exception of a small 
tavern at New Amsterdam (Buffalo). 
It was here that the first white male 
child born on the Holland Purchase 
arrived, November 5, 1799. He was 
named Harry Bolton Ransom. 


In January 1801, Joseph Ellicott 
opened the Holland Land Company's 
land office in Ransom’s Tavern. It is 
from his daily journal and annual re- 
ports to headquarters in Philadelphia 
that we learned that Mr. Ransom’s 
settlement was called Pine Grove and 
sometimes Ransomville. However, on 
old deeds, it was more generally called 
Ransom’s Grove. 


In the spring of 1801, Asa Ransom 
built a sawmill on the creek that bears 
his name, and in 1805 or 1806, he fin- 
ished building a gristmill, the first in 
what is now Erie County. Sometimes 
referred to as the ‘“‘Pepper-mill,” it 
nevertheless served its purpose well and 
was patronized by settlers from as far 
south as East Aurora. 


In 1805 the first school was estab- 
lished. It was located in Ransom’s 
Grove, and Rebecca Hamlin was the 
first teacher. 


In 1807, a Colonel of the Revolu- 
tionary War, Asa Harris, brought his 
family to this area from Connecticut. 
He purchased land west of Ransom’s 
settlement and proceeded to build a 
frame tavern along the Buffalo Road 
on a slight rise of ground which has 
been referred to throughout history as 
a “hill,” though barely discernible. 
Shortly afterwards, possibly for the 
benefit of Mr. Harris’ large family, a 
school was begun at Harris Hill with 
the Rev. Glezen Fillmore, a newly ar- 
rived young Methodist preacher and 
circuit rider, as the first teacher. 


It was during the War of 1812 that 
Harris Hill was to gain its greatest 
prominence of that period or any other 
period during the next 100 years. The 
news that war has been declared 
reached this area about June 26 of that 
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year, and by ‘July 4, three thousand 
American militiamen had assembled 
on the Niagara Frontier. More than a 
year of watchful waiting followed. 


It is said that every able-bodied man 
and boy in the Town of Clarence 
marched off to defend Buffalo and the 
western frontier following the outbreak 
of hostilities with the British. In re- 
turn, the modest homes of Clarence 
were filled to overflowing with refugees 
from the battle area — both civilian and 
military. 


Just before Buffalo was burned, 
Smith and Hezekiah Salisbury, pub- 
lishers of the Buffalo Gazette, the Ni- 
agara Frontier's only newspaper, made 
good their escape with most of their 
printing equipment. They set up shop 
in the Harris Tavern in Clarence and 
printed their first issue from there on 
January 18, 1814. They continued to 
publish the paper at Harris Hill for 
about six months, eventually returning 
to Buffalo when the village was rebuilt. 


Several Buffalo businessmen _fol- 
lowed suit in opening their business at 
Harris Hill. One of them, Seth Gros- 
venor, offered for sale in the Harris 
Tavern, such items as groceries, hard- 
ware, and dry goods. Zenas Barker, 
the County Clerk, moved his office to 
that settlement as did Root and Board- 
man, a law firm. The latter advertised 
their location as “‘next door east of the 
Harris Tavern and fourteen miles from 
the Buffalo ruins.” 


There is no doubt that the War of 
1812 took its toll in Clarence. Women 
and children left without husbands and 
fathers received a small compensation 
from the Canandaigua Safety and Re- 
lief Committee, but it was of little 
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solace to those left to face the hard- 
ships of living in the wilderness that 
was Clarence. 


Joseph Ellicott in his general report 
of 1814 wrote: “The war in its effect 
has not only greatly impeded the prog- 
ress of our sales and settlement in that 
vicinity, but many of our most valuable 
settlers have fallen, sacrifices on the 
altar of their country’s rights in the de- 
fense of their families, their homes and 
their possessions.” 


During the period following the War 
of 1812 and in the early 1820's, there 
was a heavy migration of German 
people into the Town of Clarence, 
most of them settling in the southern 
part of the township (now Alden and 
Lancaster). It was this sudden growth 
in population that brought about a 
division of the original Clarence when 
in 1823, by an act of legislature, the 
Towns of Alden and Newstead were 
formed. Buffalo had already been sepa- 
rated from the Town of Clarence in 
1810. 


In 1829, David VanTine opened 
a store just north of Ransom Creek 
in Section 7, Lot 11 of Clarence town- 
ship. It was an area already popu- 
lated by Pennsylvania-Dutch families: 
Rhodes, Martin, Leib, Eshelman, and 
Croop among others. 


Robert McKellip built a sawmill in 
the area about 1820, and a school was 
established sometime previous to 1825. 
It wasn’t long after VanTine opened 
a store there that people began calling 
the settlement VanTine’s Corners. It 
was in 1847, when a post office was 
opened there, that the name changed 
to Clarence Centre. The spelling was 
changed to “Center” in 1894. 


The Pennsylvania-Dutch migration 


Mennonite Church, 


brought about the building of the 
first church in the Town of Clarence. 
It was built by the Mennonites in 1829 
on a site along Greiner Road donated 
for that purpose by the Good family. 
The church’s founder was Bishop John 
Lapp, a pioneer settler of that area. 
Other church societies had already 
been organized — the Methodists by 
1809 — but none had been able to af- 
ford a church as yet. 


During the late 1830's, people of 
French and Bavarian descent settled 
along Transit Road. Catholic mission- 
aries began visiting in that area and 
brought about the “Parish of the Tran- 
sit.” The first Catholic church and 
school were built there. Shortly after- 
wards, a German immigrant by the 
name of Adam Schworm, built a store 
in this locale on the Clarence side of 
the Transit, and within a few years, 
the community adopted the name 
“Schworm-ville.” 
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built in 1829. 


The steady migration of German 
settlers into the southern part of the 
township (Cayuga Creek area) brought 
about another territorial change for 
Clarence. On March 20, 1833, the 
legislature enacted a law separating 
Clarence and the Town of Lancaster 
leaving Clarence with its present 
boundaries. 


Though diminished in acreage, 
Clarence prospered. Its population 
was now recovering from the effects of 
the Panic of 1837. Money was becom- 
ing more plentiful, and farmers were 
able to pay off some of their indebted- 
ness to the Holland Land Company. 
In 1841, the Clarence Classical School, 
a private institution comparable to a 
high school of that day, was opened in 
Clarence. Ten years later, an academy 
was established in the town, one of the 
finest schools in the county at that time. 


During the 1850's, there was a heavy 


migration of Prussian Germans into 
north Clarence which, until this time, 
had remained uncleared and _ heavily 
forested. They were a hardy people 
whose hard work and sensible methods 
of agriculture soon transformed the 
swampy woods into productive farms. 
The little settlement of Wolcottsburg 
arose in their midst. It wasn’t long be- 
fore a German school and church were 
established. 


At about this same time, what is now 
known as Transitown was called Snear- 
ley’s Corners. Jacob Snearley con- 
ducted a general store there as early as 
1839. Of interest are some of the prices 
listed in Mr. Snearley’s old account 
book dated 1839-49: 1 cord of wood, 
$1.00; 1 gal. molasses, 50¢; 1 gal. whis- 
key, 25¢; 14 lb. tobacco, 13¢; 1 Ib. 
coffee, 11¢; 5 yds. sheeting, 45¢; 1 doz. 
eggs, 9¢; 1 Ib. sugar, 10¢, and 2 Ibs. gun- 
powder, 40¢. These accounts were 
sometimes paid in cash but more often 
with farm products, wood, teamwork, 
labor, and even candles. 


The Snearley home stood on the 
northeast corner of the intersection. It 
was torn down about 1891 to make way 
for the Palace Hotel, a landmark of its 
day. Across Main Street from the 
Snearley home (now Transitown) was 
a blacksmith shop, and where the 
Transitown branch of the Manufac- 
turers and Traders Trust Co. now 
stands, stood the farm home of Levi 
Metz who specialized in the production 
of beehives. 


The manufacture of potash was one 
of the town’s early industries which de- 
pended on the town’s natural resources. 
By 1850, there were two potasheries in 
full production, one at Clarence Hol- 
low operated by Orsamus Warren and 
one at Clarence Center owned by 


Lercere 


David Martin. Mr. Warren sent his 
finished product by team down the Salt 
Road to Lockport where it was shipped 
to market via the Erie Barge Canal. 
It is doubtful that Mr. Martin’s con- 
cern ever reached that scale of produc- 
tion. 


After the potasheries came the brick 
factories. Many of the old _ stores, 
churches, and fine brick homes, particu- 
larly in the Clarence Center area, are 
products of the brick burners of that 
area. The clay banks of Ransom Creek 
just west of Goodrich Road provided 
the necessary basic material. 


In 1875, John Shimer built lime 
kilns for the burning of limestone on 
Main Street near Shimerville Road. 
This business prospered until well into 
the 1900’s. Rock quarrying operations 
in the southern part of the town date 
back to the late nineteenth century and 
natural resources of sand and gravel in 
the southeast corner account for a 
variety of industries. 


Shortly after 1920, an engineer by 
the name of Stuart Sill discovered a 
large deposit of the mineral gypsum 
lying about fifty feet underground in 
Clarence Center and its vicinity. Al- 
ready a small group of men, who had 
formed the National Gypsum Com- 
pany, had been experimenting with a 
formula for producing a new, lighter 
type of gypsum board for the building 
trade. With the discovery in Clarence 
of plenty of raw material, they pro- 
ceeded with plans to sink a mine shaft 
and build a plant. By June 10, 1926, 
they were ready to start operations. 


From this first hole in the ground, 
the gypsum mine in Clarence Center 
developed into one of the largest of its 
kind in the United States. From that 
first beginning in the Town of Clar- 


ence, the National Gypsum Company 
has come to be recognized as one of the 
largest manufacturers of building ma- 
terials in the country, and it now has 
plants located all over the United 
States and in Canada. 


The first railroad came through 
Clarence in 1853. It was the Canan- 
daigua-Niagara Falls Railroad orga- 
nized on December 10, 1850. By July 
1, 1853, six foot gauge track had been 
laid all the way from Batavia to Niag- 
ara Falls via Clarence Center. On 
New Year’s Day 1884, the New York, 
West Shore and Buffalo Railroad sent 
its first passenger train over a new line 
through Clarence Hollow. 


Following the Civil War, a period of 
reasonable prosperity returned to Clar- 
ence. The building of new schools and 
churches occupied the attention of the 
townspeople for the next several years. 
Despite the fact that much of the town’s 
woodlands had been cleared, wood was 
still in sufficient quantity to make 
lumbering a profitable business. Saw- 
mills sprung up all around the town. 
Wood found a ready market at the lime 
kilns in Shimerville and at the Young's 
lime kilns in Williamsville. The coop- 
erage plant in Lockport also provided 
a good market, as did the wood-burning 
trains running through Clarence Cen- 
ter. When farm work was slow in the 
wintertime, Clarence farmers made use 
of their time by supplying the trains 
with wood for fuel. On the whole, 
however, agriculture remained the 
chief source of income for the towns- 
people. 


In 1879, two German immigrants 
who settled in the Wolcottsburg area 
of North Clarence, introduced a rare 
type of entertainment to Western New 
York when they built a carousel on the 
Newman farm at Goodrich and Brauer 


Newman-Landow carousel 
built in Wolcottsburg, 1879. 


Roads. They were Karl Newman 
(Neuman) and Karl Landow. The lat- 
ter, an expert cabinet-maker, hand 
carved the carousel horses which gaily 
pranced around the lower platform. 
On a platform above the horses were 
sweeps or arms which, when propelled 
by man, provided the motive power. 
The carousel was the highlight of many 
a community get-together and was 
often transported to the county fairs. 
The plans for the making of this carou- 
sel were later sold to the Hershey 
Merry-go-round Company of North 
Tonawanda. 


At the turn of the century, Clarence 
was a township of quiet, small com- 
munities surrounded by a rural area of 
productive, well-kept farms. Dairy 
farming was the principal agricultural 
operation with most of the farms nearly 
self sufficient units, each with its own 
woodlot and pasture, fields for raising 
grain, meadows for hay, and orchards 
that bore a variety of fruits. 


Clarence farmers took great pride in 
their registered herds, both cattle and 
sheep, and pride of ownership was re- 
flected in the descriptive names given 
their farms — The Maples, Sunnyside 


Farm, Evergreen Lane, Castle Hill, and 
Forest View, to mention a few. As late 
as 1958, land use studies indicated that 
the town was still predominately agri- 
cultural with 90% of the land either 
undeveloped or devoted to farming, 
which played an important part in the 
town’s economy. 


During the first thirty years of the 
20th century, Clarence’s population 
remained fairly stable. Listed as 2,948 
in the 1900 census, it had increased by 
only 260 persons when the 1930 census 
was taken. After World War II, Clar- 
ence like many other communities in 
the Buffalo Metropolitan area, ex- 
perienced a great era of development, 
and this trend toward increased urban- 
ization has continued. The town has 
been defined as a growing suburban 
residential community for workers em- 
ployed elsewhere in the metropolitan 
area. The town saw its greatest growth 
during the 1950's when the population 
more than doubled from 6,331 to 
13,267 in 1960. The 1970 census figure 
of 18,033 reflects a continuing growth. 


Clarence perhaps does not possess 
enough of the essential attributes to 
ever become a full-fledged, industrial- 
type community. Quarrying operations 
(sand, gravel, gypsum, and crushed 
stone) still comprise the majority of 
current industrial activities in the 
Town of Clarence. In more recent 
years, however, there has been an in- 
crease in light industry. 


One of these concerns, Mennen- 
Greatbach Electronics, Inc., has gained 
world-wide recognition through _ its 
specialization in the osoteric field of 
medical electronics. One of the co- 
founders, Wilson Greatbach, developed 
the first implantable heart pacemaker 
in 1955. The company employs close 


to one hundred people, making cardiac 
monitoring units, pacemakers, and 
other hospital equipment. 


Although existing industry in Clar- 
ence, with the exception of National 
Gypsum, does not offer sizeable em- 
ployment opportunities, business de- 
velopment has been on the increase in 
the past twenty years. Most of this en- 
terprise is aleng Main Street (Rte. 5) 
and caters heavily to the tourist trade 
(restaurants, motels, and gas stations). 
The town has four shopping plazas 
(Transitown, Clarence Mall, Harris 
Hill, and Eastern Hills). 


A medical center and a 91-bed nurs- 
ing home operated by a Roman Catho- 
lic Order, the Brothers of Mercy, em- 
ploys a number of people. Two fine 


town parks and two golf courses situ- 
ated in different areas of the town are 
assets which enhance and maintain 
adjacent land values. 


Clarence became a first class town on 
January 1, 1962. On January 1, 1967, 
Suburban Town Law was adopted 
which provides the local town govern- 
ment with many previously withheld 
rights, allowing the government to 
play a larger part in handling prob- 
lems of town growth. Through this 
legislation, the town is also able to 
utilize county, state, and federal assist- 
ance legislation. 


The Town of Clarence is a prosper- 
ous, growing community. It affords its 
residents excellent opportunities for 
employment, recreation, and civic ser- 
vice. 
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